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Abstract 
 
Despite recent arguments for expanding our understandings about school leadership as 
something enacted not just by the principal and others in designated leadership positions, it 
remains the case that the principal is seen by teachers, parents, the wider community and ‘the 
system’ as the leader of the school. Until recently, such questions as to who might aspire to 
the principalship tended not to be problematic for large educations systems (state and non-
state) as a large pool of potential applicants, such as deputy principals, identified as the 
natural set of next generational leaders. However, recent research in a number of countries has 
pointed to a disengagement from the principalship, in so far as fewer aspirants are evident 
than might be expected or hoped for. The reasons behind the disengagement from the 
principalship by aspirants have been explored to some extent in some systems; however no 
similar in-depth work has been done in the state schooling sector in Queensland. In response, 
the study outlined in this paper looks at research currently underway into some of key issues 
surrounding the next generation of principals in this state. The focus, rationale and theoretical 
basis of the research are presented, the methodology is discussed (including instrumentation) 
and some important implementation issues for research of this kind identified. 
 
 Introduction 
 
Notwithstanding the compelling arguments for expanding our understandings about school 
leadership as something enacted not just by the principal and others in designated leadership 
positions, it remains the case that the principal is seen by teachers, parents, the wider 
community and ‘the system’ as the leader of the school. Coupled with the increasing 
responsibility and accountability demands being placed on principals in these ‘new times’ 
making such roles more demanding and complex, there is a strong interest and need in 
ensuring that the recruitment and selection of principals occurs in a context of the availability 
of a quality aspirant pool. The significance of issues surrounding principal recruitment was 
deemed sufficient to warrant a special issue of the Australian Journal of Education recently 
(2003) focusing on the some of the issues surrounding recruitment of principals both 
nationally and internationally.  
 
This paper examines some of the issues now evident concerning the aspirant principal pool, 
drawing on research in a number of countries and systems that suggests that there are 
emergent challenges to be faced in ensuring a ‘supply” of quality next generation school 
leaders. Drawing on this literature, the paper then outlines a research project currently 
underway (commenced in October, 2005) in the state schooling sector in Queensland to 
identify some of the key issues for policy makers to consider as they seek leaders of their 
schools in the future. It also raises the challenge that we need to be thinking about a different 
“type” of leader for the future and that our mentoring, and development, of aspirant leaders 
needs to reflect a next generation principalship with the capacity to lead schools successfully 
in these “new times”. 
 
Exploring some of the issues 
 
It is generally accepted that despite the attraction and positive impact of distributed, shared 
and multiple leadership models in schools (Crowther et al, 2002; Gronn, 2003; Katzenmeyer 
& Moller, 1996) and other organisations (Limerick, Cunnington & Crowther, 2002), typically 
it is the principal who remains in the ‘hot seat’ and who, under self-managing school models, 
essentially is now responsible and accountable for almost everything that happens in the 
school.  Not surprisingly then, there is now a plethora of research reporting that the roles of 
principals have changed significantly in recent years (see for example, Cranston, 2002; 
Cranston, Ehrich & Billot, 2003). Not only are they expected to be the educational leader of 
their school, but under the increasing managerialistic models of school operations, their role 
has emerged into one akin to a CEO in the private sector (Cranston, 1999; Gronn, 2003).  
Indeed, as our conceptualisations of schools and schooling for the future change (Beare, 2001; 
Caldwell, 2005; Caldwell & Spinks, 1998), the complexities and demands of the principalship 
are likely to increase. 
 
Given the accepted importance of principals to our schools, a number of issues and questions 
arise about those who may aspire, or not aspire, to such positions. For example, is the pool of 
principal aspirants sufficiently large and diverse from which to draw quality leaders for the 
future? And what will those future leaders look like? Until recently, such questions tended not 
to be problematic for large educations systems (state and non-state) as a large pool of 
potential applicants, such as deputy principals, identified as the natural set of next generation 
leaders. More recently, however, at least two factors have emerged as warranting 
investigation into the aspirant pool. The first of these is the age profile of current principals. 
Consistent with the baby-boomer retirement phenomena elsewhere (Healey, 2003), the next 
 few years are likely to see a significant increase in the number of retirees from the 
principalship. In Queensland for example, the average age of primary and secondary 
principals in 2001 was 45 years, with over half of Queensland principals aged between 45-55 
years of age. The situation was worse for secondary principals, with an average age of 48 
years (Education Queensland, 2002). The case is similar (or worse) elsewhere: in Victoria, in 
2002, the average age of principals was almost 50 (Lacey, 2002). The average age of 
principals in Catholic schools was almost 48 a decade ago (D’Arbon, 2003). The replacement 
demand of itself would perhaps not be a matter of major concern were it not for the second 
factor, viz, that there is increasing evidence that the aspirant pool is not all that large. This 
second factor across a number of countries and systems is examined in more detail in the next 
section.  
 
Preston (2002) has looked at the availability of principals for the future in economic terms of 
‘supply’ and ‘demand’ notions. On the ‘demand’ side, Preston (pp. 1-2) sees factors such as 
the current rate of change in principals’ positions; the age profile of current principals; and, 
the nature (attractiveness) of principals’ work relative to alternatives (including retirement). 
On the ‘supply’ side, she see factors such as the size and other characteristics of the cohorts 
below that of the current principals; the professional development, workplace and career 
experiences of that cohort;, and the nature (attractiveness) of principals’ work relative to 
alternatives (including staying in their current position). That is, quite simply, should the 
supply side not match the demand side, the question of how this will impact on the 
availability and quality of principal applicants becomes significant. Indeed, there is growing 
evidence that this is emerging as a challenge to schools and systems as many in the logical 
aspirant pool are indicating a reluctance to seek promotion to the principalship.  
 
Some have described this phenomenon as principal disengagement (Gronn & Rawlings-
Sanaei, 2003) in a context of intensification of school leadership practice, characterised by de-
motivation resulting from bureaucracy, excessive paperwork and constant change (Earley et 
al, 2002).  While there is not space here to examine in detail this changing face of the 
principalship as noted above, it is a matter of considerable importance as we look at aspirants 
to such a position in the future, particularly as our current conceptualisations of the 
principalship will need to evolve and change. 
 
What some of the research suggests 
 
Interest in principal disengagement is growing as schools, and from a more strategic point of 
view systems, endeavour to appoint their most senior school leaders for the next decade. In 
the USA, a 1998 survey commissioned by the National Association of Elementary School 
Principals and the National Association of Secondary School Principals noted that half of the 
school districts surveyed reported a shortage in the labour pool for K-12 principal positions 
they were trying to fill that year regardless of location (NAESP, 2003). In summarising the 
findings of a number of related studies over the past several years, the study concluded that it 
was clear that “qualified professionals are not seeking the position of school principal” (p. 1). 
It also noted that “more and more principals have been nearing retirement eligibility … (and) 
… fewer and fewer individuals are attracted to filling these demanding positions” (p. 1). 
 
Other research by Pounder et al (2003) in the USA actually raises some questions about the 
real status of the principal crisis in that country. Interestingly, Thompson et al (2003) suggest 
that part of the crisis in the USA is due to the media imagery of principals. That is, the 
negative media picture of the principalship is likely to exacerbate what is perceived to be a 
 difficult situation by deterring aspiring principals.  Brooking et al (2003) have identified 
principal recruitment problems in primary schools in New Zealand, noting the low numbers of 
women in the principalship. Williams’ (2003) work in Canada identified three main reasons 
for the principal shortage in Ontario: early retirement, inadequate preparation for policy 
implementation; and, major certification demands.  He also sheds some light on those 
potential principals, who seem ideally suited to the role, but who decide against applying. 
Gronn and Rawlings-Sanaei’s (2003) work in three states in Australia highlighted the 
challenges of having quality aspirational pools for the principalship in the future. Gronn and 
Rawlings-Sanaei’s ideas are particularly relevant for the study here as they note that the 
situation regarding principal recruitment has not yet reached a “crisis” in Australia as has 
been the argument for some jurisdictions in the USA (see Young & McLeod, 2001). 
However, they do note a trend and suggest that disengagement from the principalship is 
“likely to be a product of teachers’ direct experiences of work intensification or their 
perceptions of it among senior colleagues … compound(ed by) changing sources of 
professional identity and career ” (p. 183). Gronn (2003) has coined the term “greedy work” 
for this intensification of school leadership practice (pp. 147-156). That is, a situation where 
an individual leader is required to give total and sustained commitment – a type of 
occupational servitude. Draper and McMichael (2003) examined the career decision-making 
of aspirant principals in Scotland, reporting a declining interest in the principalship. 
Importantly, they note the positive impact of experience in acting principal positions on 
decisions of potential leaders subsequently applying for such positions. 
 
In the UK, the appeal of school leadership to prospective leaders was a key focus of recent 
research commissioned by the Department of Education and Skills (Earley et al, 2002). In 
comments echoing those raised by Gronn and Rawlings-Sanaei, Earley et al report research 
findings indicating: 
 Leaders in schools are de-motivated by over-bearing bureaucracy and excessive 
paperwork and also by ‘constant change’ in the education system. Balancing work 
and home life is an increasing concern and more work is needed to make school 
leadership both an attractive and do-able task (p. 1). 
 
In Australia, research by Lacey (2002) in Victoria has revealed that 88% of state school 
teachers and deputy principals had no intention of becoming principals. She notes that there is 
a “well documented shortage of principals internationally and anecdotal evidence of a 
potential shortage in Victoria and other states of Australia (p. 3). Lacey’s research pivoted 
around three key factors impacting on potential aspirants’ decisions to apply for the 
principalship: work motivation; career and personal life planning and values alignment (i.e. 
personal and organisational values). Interestingly, Lacey’s research identified a persistent 
gender factor among the Victorian principalship, noting that “the number (65% male v 35% 
female) of males in leadership positions confirmed the perception that leadership is a male 
dominated area. … (confirming) the existence of a gender blind and smart macho cultures 
within schools … (these) … negatively affect the career aspirations of some teachers, 
particularly women” (p. 28). Gender issues affecting women’s’ decisions to become school 
leaders have also been investigated by Young and McLeod (2001) in the USA. Their work 
suggested that there are three factors at play he re: their administrative role models, their 
exposure to transformational leadership styles and the support they receive (p. 462). 
 
In the Catholic school system in Australia, so serious is the concern that a major study was 
commissioned to look at the issue (D’Arbon et al 2001; 2002; D’Arbon, 2003). They noted 
that to understand the trends in interest (or lack thereof) in the principalship there needed to 
 be an understanding of the roles of principals in these ‘new times’ as noted earlier. In 
particular, they saw the role extended “beyond primarily educational leadership to encompass 
increased legal responsibilities, enlarged managerial and accountability functions, and an 
expanded role as the more substantive and visible leader of the parish community” (p. 13).  
Life-work balance was noted as an emergent tension from this expansion of their role. 
Importantly, their research took the next step and identified some practices as potential policy 
solutions, such as co-principal models, which might address the growing overly negative view 
aspirants might have of the principalship. 
 
In Queensland, the context for the current study, recent research in the state secondary 
schooling sector into the changing roles of deputy principals found that about four in ten of 
those surveyed intended to seek promotion to principal with about the same number unsure as 
to whether they would seek promotion (Cranston et al, 2004). The reasons reported as 
mitigating against seeking promotion included a: 
§ desire to maintain a balance in life-style across work, family, non-work – this was 
overwhelmingly the major reason; 
§ perception that the principal’s role was too demanding and that there were too high 
accountability expectations; and 
§ current satisfaction in their current roles – and maintaining a closer connection with 
teaching and learning . 
 
Related research in the non-state sector for Queensland and New South Wales middle-level 
school leaders (eg. deputies, heads of school, deans of study) reported a figure of a little over 
a third intending to seek promotion with about the same unsure of their futures in this regard 
(Cranston, 2005). Similar reasons to their state colleagues were reported as to why they might 
not seek promotion. 
 
Finally, Blackmore et al (2002) have argued that the literature in this area is more about the 
problem rather than an exploration of potential policy solutions – for the research discussed 
here, this additional focus, that is, one that looks at the generation of possible alternative 
conceptualisations of the principalship into some form more “acceptable” and attractive to 
potential aspirants, is embedded in the research questions to take the investigation beyond just 
the “way it is” notion. 
 
While the available research across various countries and systems is somewhat uneven in 
agreement about details of the issues raised here, there does seem to be broad agreement 
about the following: 
§ there is likely to be a ‘crisis’ of sorts in the depth and quality of the pool of applicants 
for the principalship; this situation has been brought on, in part, by the ageing of 
current principals and their impending retirement and the perceptions among potential 
aspirants of the principalship;  
§ there is general disengagement of potential applicants from seeking principal positions 
– this situation is expected to become more serious in the future; 
§ key factors playing a role in this disengagement include: 
o aspirants seeking to maintain a life-style that accommodates work, leisure, 
family and other pursuits; 
o a negative view of the principalship – frequently gained by observing first-
hand those in the role as well as that conveyed among the teaching profession 
and more generally in the community and through the media; 
 o and related to this point, the enhanced accountability, work load, complexities 
and challenges of the role of the principal; and, 
o the persistence, at least in some systems, of a dominating male culture among 
the principalship making it unattractive to females in particular. 
 
While these issues have been variously canvassed in research in other places, no similar in-
depth work, addressing the issues noted above, has been done in the state schooling sector in 
Queensland (Australia), a system comprising some 1 300 schools geographically dispersed 
schools across both city, outer-city, semi-rural and rural sites. In response, this study seeks to 
begin to address the dearth of research in Queensland and is concerned with exploratory 
research into key issues surrounding the next generation of principals in this state. It will add 
to, and build on, similar work in the area undertaken in other systems. 
 
Research focus and questions  
 
This research then focuses on the notion of principal disengagement from the point of view of 
potential aspirants to the principalship in Queensland state schools and examines: 
 
a) the intentions of potential aspirants to seek promotion (or otherwise) to the 
principalship, and the reasons driving such intentions – encouraging, discouraging;  
b) the views of potential aspirants as to how they (aspirants) might be encouraged and 
groomed for future roles as principals of the future;  
c) the views of potential aspirants as to how the principalship might be conceptualised 
and constructed in the future as a more attractive career option; 
d) the presence of any gender issues with respect to a) to c); and, 
e) possible system-level policy recommendations regarding next generation principals 
identified from the findings from a) to d). 
 
Research methodology 
 
The research to address the above questions employs a mixed method approach and draws on 
both quantitative (questionnaire) and qualitative (in-depth interviews) methodologies 
(Oppenheim, 2000; Patton, 2002). The research is being conducted in two main phases. The 
study participants are (i) primary and secondary deputy principals – this is the most likely 
feeder group who might be expected to be applicant s for the principalship in the future, and 
(ii) employing system and principal association personnel – these are the relevant 
stakeholders with an interest in the research issues under investigation.  
 
The research is being conducted in two main phases. 
 
The first phase (commenced October, 2005) involves administration of the Aspirant Principal 
Questionnaire (APQ) to deputy principals in state primary and secondary schools in 
Queensland. The APQ has been especially developed for the study from concepts synthesised 
from the literature (eg. D’Arbon, 2003; Frazer & Lawley, 2000; Lacey, 2002; Oppenheim, 
2000) as well as ideas from earlier research with similar groups of educational leaders (eg. 
Cranston et al, 2004). The APQ, in its final format,  comprises 39 closed items (background, 
biographical, context items – the remainder of a Likert type [Kerlinger & Lee, 2000] format; 
2 open-ended items and a further 11 open-ended items linked to closed items allowing 
opportunity to add own suggestions/ideas, expand/elaborate on responses). Figure 1 following 
provides the framework for construction and focus of the APQ. 
 Development of the APQ (Frazer & Lawley, 2000) was assisted by critical feedback from 
some key personal who completed the instrument in earlier trial formats (ABS, 1999; 
Oppenheim, 2000) – they included two principals, four deputy principals as well as two 
system-level human resources officers who also had a keen interest in the project and who 
had been kept informed of its progress. Feedback was sought on language/terminology used, 
clarity of instructions and of individual items, ease of responding and time taken to complete. 
As a result a number of changes were made, including in three cases the generation of two 
items from one, addition of a new item and clarifying instructions in others. Several minor 
typos were also addressed. The inclusion of key stakeholders at this and other stages of the 
research was a deliberate strategy to ensure liaison and understanding about the project was 
widespread across key groups. 
 
The original intention was to distribute the APQ with the help of the system’s school principal 
email database and thus seek distribution to the whole population of primary and secondary 
deputy principals in the state. Access to this database was denied. The presidents of the two 
principals’ associations (primary and secondary), who had been kept closely informed about 
the project and who had a keen interest in it, agreed to dis tribute the APQ through their 
membership databases. Each has over a 90% coverage of principals in the state as well as 
many deputy principal members. The strategy of dissemination was thus targeted at principals 
in the first instance, inviting them to pass the materials (Letter of Invitation, APQ, and 
Participation Consent Form) to their deputy principals and encourage them to respond. Some 
deputy principals (who were members of the associations) would also have received the 
materials directly. The presidents of the two associations wrote supporting emails and notices 
in newsletters encouraging members to participate. 
 
The APQ is administered electronically with respondents completing the questionnaire on-
line. Alternatively, they print the questionnaire out, complete it in hard copy and mail/fax it 
back if they prefer. The APQ takes about 15-20 minutes to complete – a little longer if 
respondents complete all the open-ended items. It is completed anonymously, although 
respondents can include contact details if they are willing to take part in the follow-up 
interviews (see below) to be held in the next phase of the research. It should be noted that the 
design of the APQ included a compromise between endeavouring to collect as comprehensive 
set of data as possible, while acknowledging that excessive length might well mitigate against 
a sound response rate. A reminder follow-up for deputy principals to complete the APQ is 
planned for approximately two weeks after the initial distribution date. 
 
The second phase (to commence in January, 2006) will draw on the findings of the APQ data 
and comprises a series of follow-up semi-structured in-depth interviews (Marshall & 
Rossman, 1999; Silverman, 2000) with: 
§ a smaller number (up to 10) of questionnaire respondents. These interviews will allow 
detailed follow-up with a small number of volunteer participants to seek extended 
elaboration of some of the key issues to emerge from the APQ.  
§ the presidents of the primary and secondary principals’ association and key senior 
officers from Education Queensland. These interviews will seek both direct input in 
terms of the research focus and questions, as well as responses to the emerging issues 
form the research data. 
 
Strategies for undertaking these will be developed later in the project, but will follow best 
practice guidelines (see for example, Merriam, 1998; Patton, 2002). 
 Figure 1: Framework for the Aspiring Principals’ Questionnaire (APQ) 
 
 
Section 1  Background information 
 
§ Your current school:  
o current location; school type, size 
§ You as a school leader: 
o Gender, age, experience as an educator, formal qualifications; current 
professional development; overall satisfaction with current role 
 
Section 2  Views & characteristics of current role 
 
§ Hours worked, pressure, variety & diversity re current role 
§ Changes in these in recent years; factors for these changes 
§ Preferences for other roles 
 
Section 3  Career, planning, future  
 
§ Promotion to principalship – past, future plans 
§ Factors positively influencing decision about promotion to principalship 
§ Factors negatively (barriers) influencing decision about promotion to 
principalship 
 
Section 4  Perceptions about the principalship 
 
§ Reasons for seeking principalship 
§ perceptions about the roles of principals (leadership, management aspects) – 
real v ideal 
§ key forces acting on the principalship today – barriers to achieving ideal role 
§ Capabilities of the principalship – required, personal 
§ Professional development to develop required capabilities 
 
Section 5  Values: self, organisational 
 
§ Values beliefs, principles – personal/self & organisational 
 
Section 6  General comments (open-ended) 
 
§ Being a principal in the future 
§ Any other comments 
 
39 closed items  
2 open-ended items 
11 closed items allowing opportunity to add own suggestions/ideas 
 
 Negotiations with Education Queensland (EQ), the state schooling sector employing 
authority, have been on-going and they have provided some cooperation and support for the 
project – it also formal departmental approval. The Queensland Secondary Principals’ 
Association (QSPA) has supported earlier research of this nature and they are enthusiastic 
about this project. The Queensland Association of State School Principals (QASSP) is 
similarly supportive of the study. As indicated earlier, despite supporting the project, 
Education Queensland, did not assist in the electronic distribution of the APQ – the two 
principals’ associations assisted in this regard.  
 
Conclusions 
 
The research study discussed here will filling a void, at least for this particular education 
system (Queensland), into the apparent disengagement from the principalship particularly 
from the point of view of looking at the how the pool from which to draw our future school 
leaders is both deep and of quality. It will also add to that research by seeking some 
practitioners’ insights into how the future principalship might be conceptualised and 
constructed as a more attractive career option for those yet to make the step to this prime 
school leadership position. Because of the engagement of key stakeholders throughout the 
research process as noted above, it is expected that the research findings may have a capacity 
to influence both practice and policy in the future. 
 
Early indications in phase one suggest that deputy principals are enthusiastically taking up the 
opportunity to comment on this important human resource aspect of schools, viz. their future 
leadership.  
 
It is anticipated that that the research might contribute in some way to a more positive 
situation than the one that exists now, such that aspirant principals will not say of their 
principal colleagues: 
 
I wouldn’t want your job! 
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